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PRELIMINARY studies of the incidence (Grant and Boyd, 1961-1962) and results
of treatment (Grant and Knox, 1962) of alcoholism have revealed an unsatisfactory
state of affairs in Northern Ireland. Interest and co-operation were, on the whole,
poor, and it was hoped a more general enquiry into the facts of consumption
of alcohol in Northern Ireland and the amount of acute alcoholism might help
to confirm the impressions previously reached. The results of this enquiry are
presented below and an attempt is made to relate them to similar known facts
in other countries. That the figures shown are perhaps scanty and inadequate must
again be attributed to lack of facilities and help. It is obvious that a large-scale
investigation is needed and in a small country such as Northern Ireland with a
relatively static population this could more easily be done than elsewhere, if the
authorities considered it necessary.
In presenting these figures it should be stressed that they are not an attempt
to confuse the issue by attacking alcohol rather than alcoholism, but should be
considered only as indirect evidence on the state of the latter. Much harm has
been done in the past to the task of treating alcoholics by making this mistake.
This has also been emphasised by Griffith Edwards (1962) in his review of the
situation in the U.S.A.
RATES OF APPARENT CONSUMPTION OF ALCOHOLIC DRINKS.
As Popham (1955) has pointed out, reservations should be made in evaluating
such statistics and especially in relating them to the incidence of chronic
alcoholism. It is impossible to take into account the increases or decreases of the
quantity held in stock or reserve. Visitors also contribute to the total amount
consumed. In a rough way, however, figures of this type are of value in illustrat-
ing the drinking habits of different populations and may give some indications
of the amount of alcoholism which can be expected in them. Comparisons may
be made between countries with alcoholism rates and those where these are not
yet available. Lastly and perhaps the most important use of such figures is that, if
the rate of alcohol consumption is obviously altering, an increase or decrease
in the alcoholism rate may be predicted.
In Table 1 various countries where the gross alcoholism rate has been calculated
have been arranged in a descending scale. All these rates have been obtained
using the Jellinek formula and their accuracy has been questioned; nevertheless,
they probably fairly represent a scale of alcoholism between various countries.
The total alcohol consumption as absolute alcohol and the percentages different
types contribute to this total are compared with the estimated rates, these figures
186being extracted from tables of Popham and Schmidt (1958) and WHO (1951).
It can be seen that spirit consumption is a better indicator than the total alcoholic
consumption of expected alcoholism. This is especially well illustrated in the
case of Italy, where the total consumption is very high, but as 93 per cent. is
drunk as wine and only 5 per cent. as spirits the alcoholism rate is extremely low.
TABLE 1.
COMPARISON OF ALCOHOLISM RATES AND CONSUMPTION
IN VARIOUS COUNTRIES.
ALCOHOLISM RATE ANNUAL RATE OF CONSUMPTION
PER 100,000 IN GALLONS PER ADULT OF PERCENTAGE
ADULTS ABSOLUTE ALCOHOL CONTRIBUTION
AsSpirits
Popham and W.H.O. (Absolute Spirit)
Schmidt, 1958 1951 Total Rate Beer Wine Spirits
France - 5200 2850 ... 2.8 .532 ... 8 73 19
U.S.A. - 4360 3952 ... 1.64 .650 ... 49 11 40
Sweden - 2580 ... 1.19 .797 ... 24 9 67
Switzerland - 2100 2385 ... 1.60 .336 ... 28 51 21
Denmark - 1950 ... 1.14 .137 ... 77 11 12
Canada - 1890 ... 1.51 .653 ... 64 6 30
Norway - 1560 ... 0.66 .317 ... 44 8 48
Finland - - 1430 ... 0.75 .550 ... 13 14 73
Australia - - 1340 ... 1.89 .133 ... 75 18 7
U.K. - - 1100 ... 1.25 .165 ... 82 4 14
Italy - 500 ... 2.75 .137 ... 2 93 5
Compiled out of Tables 2-4 and 4-9; Popham, R. E., and Schmidt, W. (1958),
and W.H.O. Tech. Rep. Ser. No. 42 and Table 1, Annex 1 (1951).
In Ireland figures for the consumption of spirits in Northern Ireland and Eire
for the years 1950 to 1954 have been obtained from H.M. Customs and Excise
(1961) for Northern Ireland and from Perceval (1956) for Eire. These have been
related to the potential drinking population of adults over 19 years of age and
are compared in Table 2. It would seem that almost twice as much spirits were
drunk in Eire, 0.54 gallons per adult annually, compared -to Northern Ireland's
0.28 gallons. Unfortunately, figures for the total consumption of alcohol,
including beer and wines, could or would not be presented by the authorities.
187Perceval (1956) was able to show that in Eire the approximate annual
consumption consisted of:-
32,000,000 gallons of stout and beer
500,000 gallons of wine
1,000,000 gallons of cider
1,000,000 gallons of spirit.
Rough calculation shows each adult in the Republic would require to take 18.6
gallons of alcoholic drinks each year to reach this total, a fact confirming it is
a reasonably heavy drinking community.
TABLE 2.
CONSUMPTION OF SPIRITS IN IRELAND.
TOTAL YEARLY CONSUMPTION IN GALLONS
N. Ireland Eire
1950 - - - 260,310 ... 1,167,965
1951 - - - 217,566 ... 1,286,060
1952 - - - 224,649 ... 1,027,947
1953 - - - 231,073 ... 1,013,425
1954 - - - 247,552 ... 1,072,697
Average - - - 238,000 ... 1,113,000
Total Population - - 1,400,000 ... 2,960,000
Gallons per head - - 0.17 ... 0.38
Adult Population - - 840,000 ... 1,860,000
Gallons per head (adult) - 0.28 ... 0.54
Absolute Spirit Rate - - .112 ... .217
Population figures for Northern Ireland based on an estimate for 1958
(Registrar-General for Northern Ireland), figures for Eire based on 1951 Census.
To compare what figures are available for both North and South of Ireland
with elsewhere limits one to estimations on spirits. Furthermore, as stated above,
the consumption of spirits is perhaps a better indicator of the expected amount
of alcoholism in a country than the total consumption. It seemed that an anna
Irate of con'swuption in gallons per adedt of absolute alcobol taken as sprits or
absolute spiirit rate might be useful. This has been calculated for each of the
countries in Table 1 and is shown in column 4. Some discrepancies again are
seen to occur between this and the alcoholism rate, but, on the whole, these are
not so gross as with the total rate of alcohol consumption. It should be re-
membered that indirect alcoholism rates are far from perfect even in their gross
188degrees of magnitude. The absolute spirit rate allows comparison between Ireland
and other countries, and it is calculated in Table 2, assuming most spirit drunk
is 70° proof and 1740 proof is absolute alcohol. Relating .112 gallons per adult
in Northern Ireland and .217 for Eire with Table 1 might allow one some
predictions. Northern Ireland might be expected to have a very low alcoholism
rate, even lower than the United Kingdom, while Eire would lie somewhere in
the middle of the series. A more accurate placing of the two countries would
not, however, be possible.
The annual consumption of spirits in Northern Ireland is rising and in Table 3
the consumption of spirits from 1955 to 1959 is presented (H.M. Customs and
Excise, 1961). It can be seen that an increase has taken place from 251,056 to
315,429 gallons per year; this is possibly a hint of an increased number of
alcoholics.
TABLE 3.
RECENT TREND IN CONSUMPTION OF SPIRIrS IN NORTHERN IRELAND.
H.M. CUSTOMS AND ExciSE (1961).
GALLONS
1955 - - - 251,056
1956 - - - 258,727
1957 - - - 271,975
1958 - - - 283,230
1959 - - - 315,429
RATES OF CONVICriON FOR DRUNKENNESS.
These figures, which are for acute alcoholic intoxication, are often considered
by indiscriminate or based persons to be the most important indication of
alcoholism. It will be remembered, however, that an attempt is being made to
limit the definition and to consider and treat chronic alcoholism as a disease.
Obviously rates of drunkenness are of some value, as they will probably increase
in parallel with the amount of spirits drunk, but they are probably the most
unreliable of the indicators of an expected incidence of chronic alcoholism. They
consist of only a fraction of total cases of drunkenness, and although in Northern
Ireland an arrest usually leads to a conviction this may not apply elsewhere.
They depend greatly on the manner in which intoxication occurs and even more
so on the prevailing attitude of the law and local social and religious pressures.
Often an increase in convictions for drunkenness could as easily be due to the
police as to a true increase in the number of drunks, and especially so while
189propaganda for road safety is now in the news. Differences between various
countries must be accepted with these reservations, but may be of some use in
comparison when supported by consumption figures.
TABLE 4.
PROSECUTIONS AND CONVICTIONS FOR DRUNKENNESs-NORTHERN IRELAND.
PROSECUTIONS TOTAL FOUND
Male Female GUILTY
1958 - - 1020 137 ... 1151
1959 - - 1125 133 ... 1238
1960 - - 1343 138 ... 1468
Rates for Northern Ireland during the years 1958 to 1960, by courtesy of the
Inspector-General R.U.C. (1961) are shown in Table 4. They show a slight
increase over these years and when taken in conjunction with increased annual
spirit consumption may be significant of a change in social and drinking habits.
Applying an average of 1,300 convictions for drunkenness each year in Northern
Ireland, this gives a rate of 15.5 per 10,000 adults which is the same as in England
and Wales for 1952 (H.M. Stationery Office, 1952). Offences for drunkenness
have, however, increased in England and Wales from 47,717 in 1950 to 68,109
in 1960 (Lancet, 1961), so that the rate in Northern Ireland is probably lower
than the present rate over the Irish Sea.
Perceval (1955) showed tables for the years 1948-1952, where the average
numbers of persons convicted for drunkenness in Eire can be calculated out as
21.7 per 10,000. Taken in conjunction with spirit consumption this might suggest
the authorities in the Republic were not as strict as here, for one would have
expected an approximate rate of 41.8 per 10,000 adults. It also tends to suggest
an expected higher alcoholism rate and confirms the higher spirit consumption.
As far as sex is concerned, figures both north and south show a large predominance
of males, approximately 9: 1, a predominance shown also in suggested alcoholism
and treatment rates for Northern Ireland (Grant and Boyd, 1961 and 1962;
Grant and Knox, 1962).
SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS.
Some statistics for consumption of alcohol in Northern Ireland and convictions
for drunkenness are presented. They are compared with figures for other
countries and especially those available for Eire. An attempt has been made to
compare the consumption of spirits with the indirect calculated alcoholism rate
in various countries and to suggest that this is a more reliable indicator of chronic
alcoholismi than the total alcohol consumption. It is stressed that an attack on
190alcohol is probably not the best way to attack alcoholism. The following
conclusions are reached:-
(1) Spirit consumption in Northern Ireland of 0.28 gallons per adult annually
is about half that in Eire.
(2) Spirits are being increasingly drunk in the last few years and the annual
amount in Northern Ireland which is consumed has risen from 251,000
gallons in 1955 to 315,000 gallons in 1959.
(3) Rates of convictions for drunkenness are probably lower than England and
are three-quarters of the Eire rates.
(4) Calculation of an absolute spirit rate or annual rate or consumption in
gallons per adult of absolute alcohol as spirits is presented as a method of
comparing intake in Ireland with other countries.
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